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Interrupting Stereotypes: Teaching and the Education of Young 
Children 
 
Abstract 
Despite calls to the contrary, research about teaching has tended to take a back 
seat to research about children’s development and learning in early childhood 
education.  After exploring why this might be the case, this essay considers the 
importance of teaching for early childhood education and the contexts in which it 
occurs in these early years of the twenty-first century.  It presents a view from the 
Antipodes (Australia), a down-under perspective from the southern hemisphere where 
early childhood education and research associated with it have been influenced to a 
large extent by what happens in the northern hemisphere.  The paper encourages the 
active interruption of stereotypical performances of early childhood practitioners and 
children by suggesting practitioners push the boundaries of their theoretical and 
practical knowledge by making way for contradictions and inconsistencies that 
accompany all forms of diversity and difference, taking risks, and disrupting the status 
quo.  
Interrupting Stereotypes: Teaching and the Education of Young Children 
 Most early care and education (ECE) practitioners would probably agree with 
the idea that “All children deserve excellent teaching” (MacNaughton & Williams, 
2004, p. 7).  However, teaching and teachers, or indeed excellent teaching, has not 
been a focal point of research in ECE.  There has been much less research, discussion, 
and debate about teachers and teaching than there has been about other aspects of 
ECE such as the notion of quality, children’s development, and the importance of 
partnerships with parents in the educative process.  In their article about what 
constitutes educational research, Ball and Forzani (2007) define education as “the 
deliberate activity of helping learners to develop understanding and skills” (p. 530).  
  
2
 
Using this definition means that all early childhood education settings are sites of 
education.  Ball and Forzani go on to explain that “the instructional dynamic” (p. 530) 
is the defining feature of education and that it is comprised of interactions, which are: 
…active processes of interpretation that constitute teaching and learning.  
Teachers interpret and represent subject matter to students, who interpret 
their teachers, the content, and their classmates and then respond and act.  
In turn, teachers interpret their students, all of this in overlapping contexts 
and over time. (p. 530) 
Thus content, context, and interactions are “the stuff” of pedagogical exchange.  
Teaching, or the instructional dynamic, or pedagogical interaction, that is what 
happens in classrooms in early childhood settings when meanings are negotiated 
between teachers and children, is the focus of this paper.  It reflects on where the field 
is at this point in time relative to teaching and offers some challenges to how things 
are and how they have been construed.   
Education has always been an integral part of what we do with young children 
in institutional settings such as preschools, kindergartens, and long day care, 
especially when it is conceived as a deliberate activity of helping learners to develop 
understanding and skills.  The education of young children is better when it involves 
proactive teaching and focused interactive teaching than when it doesn’t.  To begin 
this discussion of teaching, I consider an understanding of curriculum proposed by 
Jenkins and Shipman (1981) some time ago that I think applies equally well to 
beginning a dialogue about pedagogical interaction in ECE settings.  They consider 
curriculum as a “trading post on the cultural boundary between generations, between 
sexes, and between cultures, to which ideas and artefacts are brought, exchanged and 
taken away” (p. 5).  Jenkins and Shipman add that the trading post also marks the 
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boundary between competing ideologies in society (p. 6).  When context is taken into 
account, the trading post concept gets close to the sort of thing that happens when 
teachers and children interact on the premise that learning will occur.  Like other 
exchanges in life, teaching or pedagogical interaction is also a site where identities are 
constructed and power relations contested and negotiated.   
Developmental Theories 
Theoretical perspectives informing ECE have had a major influence on how those 
who work in early childhood settings view teachers and teaching.  Developmental 
perspectives have dominated ECE, often to the detriment of teaching by forcing 
teaching and teachers to take a back seat to children’s development and learning.  As 
a consequence, ‘teachers’ and ‘teaching’ have not figured much in ECE research 
(Genishi, Ryan, Ochsner & Yarnall, 2001) despite calls from Goffin (1989) for 
research that accords a pivotal role to teachers and the complexities of what it means 
to teach.  Consistent with the prevailing emphasis on child development, ECE 
teachers have been described, and indeed describe themselves, as ‘facilitators’ rather 
than teachers (McArdle & McWilliam, 2005).  Such a description is characteristic of 
developmentally inspired and child-centered approaches where teachers are reluctant 
to engage in ‘instruction’; are guarded when providing children with requested 
information for fear of intervening inappropriately; and where teachers “…tend to 
stay out of children’s play…[and] have a tendency not to focus on skills” 
(Schickedanz, 1994, p. 30).  Given this description, one could wonder what else 
teachers are supposed do besides set up the environment and wait for children “to 
grow and learn on their own” (Crain, 2000, p. xi).  In this sense developmental 
approaches such as those based on the work of Piaget are reactive in that teachers are 
supposed to observe carefully and respond to children’s curiosity and intrinsic 
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development.  The ‘balance’ between how and when to ‘intervene’ in children’s 
growth and learning is one of the key differences that separate social-historical 
theorists such as Vygotsky from maturational stage theorists such as Piaget and Gesell 
(Crain, 2000).          
In ECE, waiting for children to grow and learn on their own often goes hand in 
hand with discovery learning.  However, the problem with discovery learning is that 
when children are left to grow and learn on their own, they can ‘discover’ information 
that is inaccurate or incorrect.  When combined with teacher reluctance to engage in 
instruction and reticence to intervene inappropriately (Schickedanz, 1994), the 
chances of children retaining inaccurate ideas and understandings increase.  For 
example, a common misunderstanding of young children is that the moon emits light.  
Unless this scientific misconception is corrected, such understandings may stay with 
individuals into their adult life.  This sort of thing is what was happening about a 
decade ago with pre-service elementary and early childhood teacher education 
students enrolled in the second year of a three year program at my university, the 
Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Australia, as depicted in a study by 
Ginns and Watters (1995).   
The research by Ginns and Watters (1995) involved 321 second year students 
who completed a physical science concept challenge instrument via written responses 
to “open-ended questions about the concepts of floating/sinking, the nature of matter, 
air pressure and its effects, and the balance beam” (p. 205).  Results showed that the 
majority of students had misunderstandings in the basic concept areas investigated.  
The only exception was a high proportion of those students who had successful 
experiences at senior secondary chemistry and physics, but unsurprisingly these 
students were a minority in the course.  Ginns and Watters concluded that in relation 
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to the four basic concept areas investigated (floating/sinking, the nature of matter, air 
pressure and its effects, and the balance beam), many elementary teachers “have an 
understanding that is not much different from that of the pupils whom they are 
teaching” (p. 219).  With the majority of the 321 students involved in this research 
having long standing scientific misunderstandings (which may in fact include ideas 
such as the moon emits light and that all heavy things sink), it serves as an instructive 
example for ECE about the importance of finding out what children know and 
addressing misconceptions through strategic pedagogical involvement.  Challenging 
children’s misconceptions directly as well as providing pedagogical experiences that 
enable children to learn and understand accurate scientific explanations are an integral 
part of the work of early childhood educators.  The importance of teaching proactively 
cannot be underestimated if we want children to have accurate conceptual 
understandings.                     
Developmental theories, particularly Piagetian stage theories, have become 
weapons of mass seduction in ECE across the globe, valorising Piagetian 
developmental perspectives and by default, mitigating against overt teaching and 
instruction.  Even in its revised edition, the so called ‘bible’ of ECE, the guidelines for 
developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) 
acknowledged the “critical” role of teachers but continued to privilege development 
over learning by consistently locating development first and learning second: 
“…critical role of the teacher in supporting children’s development and learning” (p. 
vi).  Putting development before learning shores up Piaget’s claim that development 
precedes learning and gives primacy to the idea that teachers are to support the 
learning endeavors in which children engage.  In contrast, Vygotsky (1934/86) 
championed instruction because it provided a driving force for development, pushing 
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development in new directions that may not possible by waiting for children to 
develop at their own pace.   
The field of ECE has been dominated by developmentalism of one sort or 
another for years.  Whether it was the early theories of Locke and Rousseau, 
Montessori, Freud’s psychoanalysis, Gesell’s maturational theory, Piaget’s cognitive 
developmental theory or Vygoysky’s socio-historical theory, these developmentalists 
(and more) have had a significant influence on not only the curriculum but teachers 
and teaching in ECE.  By far the most influential theorist has been Piaget and more 
recently, Vygotsky.  It is these two whose ideas are reflected in the two editions of 
developmentally appropriate practice (DAP) (Bredekamp, 1987; Bredekamp & 
Copple, 1997), and it is the differences between the perspectives of these two theorists 
that can determine what happens in terms of teaching or instruction in ECE 
classrooms.  However, in the complexity of everyday classroom life the differences 
between these theorists and their perspectives are not always clear.  Piaget, especially, 
did not write much about education although he did make some recommendations for 
it (Crain, 2000).  Rather, it seems that his work may have been drawn upon at an 
opportune time in history and appropriated by ECE, which has subsequently 
prolonged the longevity of the affair with Piagetian stage theory.  David Elkind (1981; 
1985) drew on Piaget’s work to resist academic and formal methods of instruction 
encroaching on the preschool years, which was predicated by concerns in the USA 
with maintaining global economic superiority and dominance through education.  
Coincidentally, Vygotsky’s work has been rediscovered and become popular in the 
past ten years or so, just as Piaget’s work experienced a resurgence that began in the 
1960s.  As a developmental theorist, and like Piaget, Vygotsky’s work has been 
embraced by ECE and has spawned a plethora of publications. 
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Both versions of DAP (Bredekamp, 1987; Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) were 
part of the resistance to formal methods of instruction infringing on the early years; 
both publications drew on the work of Piaget and Vygotsky, and according to Grant 
(2000), both sets of DAP guidelines have “produced a metanarrative of child 
development that has been transformed into a prescription for pedagogic practice” 
(Grant, 2000, p. 7).  But it was the revised version (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) that 
used Vygotsky’s theory to explain how learning occurs in a social context in relation 
to peers and adults, and it was this dialectic that offered a new developmental 
perspective.  The Vygotskian dialectic of adults attempting to teach children things as 
opposed to a Piagetian stance of the child working things out independently, 
introduced a theoretical contradiction, which was not spelt out specifically in the 
revised publication (Bredekamp & Copple, 1997).  While they are both 
developmentalists, the differences between the two theorists in terms of teaching and 
the role of teachers are significant.  Whether due to the resurgence of Vygotsky’s 
work or not, the adoption of his theories seems to have corresponded with more 
attention being paid to teaching in ECE (e.g., Hill, Stremmel & Fu, 2005), but this 
interest has not necessarily resulted in more research about teachers and the complex 
work of teaching in ECE.  However, this attention to teaching may not be due to a 
revival in Vygotskian approaches alone.     
The only parallel with incorporation of Vygotskian developmentalism in ECE 
in recent years has been the indecent haste in which many early childhood 
practitioners have sought to “Reggio” their day or their programs (Grieshaber & 
Hatch, 2003), although the fascination with brain research and critical periods has 
endured, prompting the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD,2007) to devote a chapter to “Dispelling neuromyths” such as the idea that 
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there are critical periods when particular things must be taught and learnt, and that 
young children can learn only one language at a time.  This attraction to appropriating 
the results of recent research, which happen to be drawn mostly from psychological 
sources, has characterised ECE for some time (see Johnson, 2000).  But at least the 
Reggio phenomenon emphasises the importance of pedagogy and pedagogical 
interaction in a distinctive way, even though what has been picked up in Australia 
seems to reflect an abiding passion for documentation (see Fleet, Patterson, & 
Robertson, 2006).   
One cannot do justice to the pedagogical approaches adopted in the city of 
Reggio Emilia in a few lines.  Nonetheless, the idea of negotiated learning is pivotal, 
where teachers “seek to uncover the children’s beliefs about the topics to be 
investigated” (Forman & Fyfe, 1998, p. 240).  But the way in which this approach to 
teaching occurs is unique, as negotiated learning is “a dynamic system of causes, 
effects, and countereffects…a system such that academic skills are engaged within the 
context of meaningful problem solving and communication to others” (p. 240).  The 
curriculum is neither child centred nor teacher directed.  Teachers document 
children’s work and “use this documentation as part of their instruction with the 
children, the net result is a change in the image of their role as teacher, a change from 
teaching children to studying children, and by studying children, learning with 
children” ( p. 240).   Learning with children occurs in the context of the local 
community – an authentic community of learners.  What stands out about the 
approach used in the city of Reggio Emilia is the “challenge to the prevalent tradition 
of early childhood pedagogy” (Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 1999, p. 131), which is 
described by Dahlberg et al. as being consumed by technical and managerial 
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processes and structures that are aimed at “standardization, predictability and control” 
(p. 2).  
Teaching  
Recent attention to teaching in ECE has been picked up in the Effective Provision of 
Pre-school Education (EPPE) study in the UK (Sylva, Melhuish, Sammons, et al., 
2003), which investigated the effects of pre-school education for children aged three 
and four years.  In this study of over 3000 children attending 141 settings, effective 
pedagogy had some similarities to traditional conceptions of teaching.  Provision of 
learning environments that included instruction was important, as was the use of 
“sustained shared thinking” to extend children’s learning (p. 2).  Sustained shared 
thinking “is where two or more ‘individuals work’ together in an intellectual way to 
solve a problem, clarify a concept, evaluate an activity, extend a narrative…” (p. 4).  
Sylva et al. found that the most effective pre-school settings encouraged sustained 
shared thinking, and that it was more likely to occur when interactions involved two 
people: a child with an adult or a child with another child.  Sustained shared thinking 
must enable both parties to “contribute to the thinking, and it must develop and extend 
the understanding” (p. 4).  As such, it meets Ball and Forzani’s (2007) explanation of 
the instructional dynamic.  Although slightly different from sustained shared thinking, 
the Queensland (Australia) Preparing for School Trial (Thorpe, Tayler, Bridgstock, et 
al., 2004) also drew attention to the significance of teaching and the pedagogical work 
of teachers.           
The Queensland (Australia) Preparing for School Trial (Thorpe et al., 2004) 
involved over 1800 children in 39 sites throughout the state in 2003-4, as well as their 
parents, teachers, principals and teacher aides.  Progress of children over the year and 
stakeholder satisfaction were used to gauge success of children attending three 
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different programs: a part-time preschool play-based program; a full-time play-based 
preparatory program; and children experiencing the curriculum in the first year of 
schooling.   The evaluation of the trial aimed to identify the key success factors of a 
full-time preparatory year in several key areas, one of which was curriculum and 
pedagogy.  Key factors that distinguished the preparatory year from the preschool and 
Year 1 programs in curriculum and pedagogy were sought through investigating the 
impact of curriculum and teaching in the three programs.   
The study found that the preparatory teachers engaged in explicit teaching and 
were “proactive in leading children’s learning” (Thorpe et al., 2004, p. xvi).  Teachers 
reported “clear goals for their teaching practice and ultimately the children’s 
progress” (p. xx), and they “held higher expectations than teachers in Year 1 and 
preschool regarding the skills and dispositions needed (social, literacy, numeracy, 
independence, cooperation) for Year 1 entry” (p. xvi).  These characteristics of 
teachers, plus the positive attitudes of the teachers toward learning, emotional 
outcomes, social skills, and cooperativeness amounted to what has been called 
focused interactive teaching.  Focused interactive teaching made a difference to those 
attending the preparatory classes, as children in the preparatory year made  
…greater progress than those in Year 1 or preschool in language and 
communication, social-emotional behaviour and motor development. For 
literacy and numeracy there was no difference between Year 1 and 
preparatory in the rate of progress but both exceeded that of preschool. 
The greatest gains were made by children from lower income families. (p. 
xviii) 
Moreover, those children who had attended preparatory classes were rated as more 
socially skilled and adaptive to the school setting than those who attended the 
  
11
 
preschool program.  The children who attended preparatory lost fewer social skills 
during the summer break than those who attended preschool. 
The aversion to instruction noted earlier by Schiekedanz (1994) about early 
childhood educators was apparent in an Australian study undertaken by McArdle 
(2001) that investigated the pedagogical approaches to early childhood art education 
of 22 participants (including ‘exemplary’ teachers, artists, and parents), and the ways 
these participants spoke about pedagogical practices.  McArdle noted that speaking 
about teaching was not permissible, with the exception of the artist or ‘expert’.  The 
analysis produced ironic categories, one of which was teach without teaching: 
To teach without teaching is an ironic category, because it holds together 
the two opposing areas of freedom (child-centeredness) and discipline 
(teacher-directed pedagogy). This category is not proposed as paradox, an 
either/or proposition, or a problem to be resolved by ‘finding a balance’. It 
is a rhetorical device for thinking and speaking about the border war, 
where teachers are compelled to ‘teach,’ but, especially with regard to the 
discipline of the arts, to do so with the appearance of ‘not teaching’. 
(McArdle & McWilliam, 2005, p. 330)       
Teach without teaching can be seen as an illustration of the conflation of the 
seemingly contradictory perspectives of Piaget and Vygotsky, of letting children 
develop naturally and teachers or adults teaching, and of the dilemma of finding 
words to describe the seemingly incompatible.  It is similar to the idea of ECE 
teachers being warm demanders or authoritative nurturers (Grieshaber, 2001) and 
creates  
…a new space for the reconceptualization of art pedagogy beyond 
‘balancing’ instruction and self-expression, making it possible to speak 
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about practice using terms that, in modernist thinking, would be 
considered oxymorons: a nurturing instruction; process leading to product; 
child-centered learning of the discipline through social interaction and a 
master/apprentice model of pedagogy, structured but not structured. 
(McArdle & McWilliam, 2005, p. 330)        
Legitimating pedagogies that are ‘structured but not structured’ is important for the 
ECE field, but what these teachers said indicates that they may well be enacting 
‘nurturing instruction’ in their classrooms, possibly aware of, and maybe oblivious to 
the incompatibilities operating at the level of theory.  But it is by studying teachers 
and pedagogical interaction that we become aware of how such ‘slippages’ may be 
occurring in more than one place, space and time, showing that practice and what is 
happening at the ‘coalface’ may indeed suggest a reworking or blending of theories 
that have been dear to ECE for long periods of time.  Early child care and education is 
not alone in this respect, as research in education generally has begun to hybridize 
theories in an effort to understand and explain the complexities of teaching and 
pedagogical interaction.  
Recent research in schools in Singapore has highlighted the importance of 
teachers having a repertoire of pedagogical approaches and being able to draw on 
specific techniques to suit spontaneous pedagogical moments.  The Singapore studies 
have yet again reinforced the idea that teachers need to understand student variability 
in terms of cultural, linguistic, socio economic, and individual factors, and to be able 
to use their knowledge about children and their learning situations to make 
pedagogical judgments on the spot (Luke, 2005).  Good teaching weaves together 
spontaneous pedagogical judgments, drawing on what is needed at the right point in 
time to move among conceptual, knowledge, and skill levels within lessons, and 
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across units of work, projects and rich tasks in intentional ways (Luke, 2005).  It is 
this pedagogical weaving or shunting between levels of instruction that is indicative 
of highly skilled teachers and which draws on a unique combination of traditional, 
modern and progressive pedagogical approaches (Luke, 2008).  What makes the 
difference is not only bringing approaches together but also the focus on a whole 
range of teacher approaches, “from traditional master-based, direct instruction 
models, to indirect, constructivist and problem-based models, from secular to non-
secular models with teachers encouraged to blend these in effective ways” (Luke, in 
press, p. 14).   
Changed Lives 
Like it or not, we are all affected by globalization.  Whether it is through immigration, 
the internet, war, global franchises such as McDonald’s, or economic policies and 
their effects that reach literally to the ‘ends of the earth,’ globalization has made a 
difference to life as we know it.  With an estimated immigration rate of 3.78 
immigrants per 1000 members of the population for 2007, Australia has fewer 
immigrants than Hong Kong (4.72/1000), more than the USA (3.05/1000), Germany 
(2.18/1000), and the UK (2.17/1000), and far less than Kuwait (16.05/1000) and the 
United Arab Emirates (26.04/1000) (Central Intelligence Agency, 2008).  Several 
suburbs in Brisbane, the capital city of the state of Queensland, have pockets where 
up to 51% of the total population are migrants (many refugees) who have arrived 
since 2001 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2006). As an example, in 2004, one 
school had an enrolment of 541, of which 61 were new arrival refugees and of these, 
Sudanese constituted the largest cohort (Dooley, Hamlin, King, et al., 2006).   
One of the outcomes of the movement of people around the globe is that early 
childhood settings reflect a diverse clientele.  In the current climate, the idea of the 
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trading post introduced at the beginning of this essay is useful for thinking about 
diversity.  While not limited to situations where ECE settings have a relatively 
homogeneous group of children, the trading post idea provides a way of thinking 
about pedagogy (and curriculum) that honors the notions of diversity and difference, 
at least at a notional level.  And this is a good place to start.  Conditions of life in the 
twenty first century require that theoretical perspectives outside the paradigm of 
developmental psychology are taken into account.  There has been much debate about 
the universal applicability of DAP (e.g., Charlesworth, 1998a&b; Lubeck 1998a&b), 
but it has been found wanting by some in this as well as a variety of other areas (see 
Mallory & New, 1994).    
All theories have limitations and constraints, which is a very good reason for 
drawing on more than one theoretical position, and certainly for moving outside one 
paradigm.  Using complementary and even conflicting theoretical positions is 
advantageous; at times it might be better to observe carefully, while at others it may 
be better to lead with focused interactive teaching or sustained shared thinking. These 
are pedagogically decisive moments at the heart of teachers’ work and the act of 
teaching.  It is highly likely that practitioners do use a range of theoretical 
perspectives as part of their daily work, as in the example from McArdle and 
McWilliam (2005), where the analysis showed that what participants were talking 
about was to teach without teaching.  Taking up this idea of ironic categories, I 
suggest that early childhood educators get into some theoretical rule bending, 
breaking and making, and challenge some of the dominant traditions of early 
childhood pedagogy as suggested by Dahlberg et al. (1999).  
I am not advocating a proliferation of Reggio Emilia inspired programs, rather 
that practitioners work with whatever is thrown up (or brought to the trading post) in 
  
15
 
the unpredictability of daily classroom and pedagogical interaction.  Selecting 
particular teaching strategies and techniques is regulated by what is expected within 
the bounds of the theoretical positions adopted (e.g., waiting for children to develop at 
their own pace or proactive teaching).   
Breaking theoretical bounds occurs through taking risks, encouraging and 
accepting the unexpected, as well as encouraging the surprises that emerge from daily 
classroom life.  Practitioners are at the coalface, but they are also the cutting edge, a 
place where they can forge through theoretical boundaries, respond to the unexpected, 
and create the unexpected.  Because globalization is a fact of life, having produced 
“mobile and heterogeneous, multilingual and multicultural populations… 
conventional models of child development and their normative models of childcare, 
schooling and early education” have been called into question (Luke & Grieshaber, 
2004, p. 8).  In these circumstances, pedagogy and curriculum should be shaped by 
the context as well as the specific students with whom practitioners are working.  This 
sense of cultural responsiveness necessitates an element of human agency, something 
that is fundamental if theoretical bounds are to be bent, broken, and remade, and if 
pedagogies are to be transformative.  What I am suggesting is that in these changed 
global circumstances, it is at the interface of practitioners working with children and 
families on a daily basis that it is more likely for examples of rule bending, breaking, 
and re-making to occur and transformative practices to be created.  
Interrupting and Disrupting Stereotypes 
One example of rule breaking that resulted in transformative practice is depicted by 
Larson and Gatto (2004), who tell the story of Gatto, a third grade teacher in an urban 
school, who subverted the standardization and accountability that accompanied the No 
Child Left Behind policies to create an insulated space where children could engage 
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and learn meaningfully.  Gatto destabilized external pressures to standardize 
classroom practice by rejecting “the mandated lesson plan format…[she] does not use 
the text-books…and the spelling, grammar, phonics, and math workbooks are sent 
back to the book room” (p. 19).  Instead Gatto and the children created a learning 
context where the normative rules of social relations, physical space, curriculum 
engagement, and classroom discourse were broken and re-made.  The classroom 
became a “tactical space within the prescriptive space of school in which traditional 
power relations are transformed and all languages, literacies, and knowledges count” 
(p. 37).  Gatto’s curriculum strategies are based on inquiry as a social practice; 
multiliteracies are privileged and a “fluid, non-linear interaction among the class 
members, including her [Gatto]” is the key to transforming the social relations (p. 21).  
The classroom is an inspiring illustration of how one teacher tackled attempts to 
normalize teaching through mandating the use of orthodox methods.  By creating a 
unique space where orthodoxy and conventional models were upturned, Gatto held 
the “restrictive institutional environment” (p. 12) at a distance.  In the process this 
classroom became a thriving example of “tactical underlife” (p. 12) at play, where 
violation of conformist standards pushed the theoretical boundaries of what is 
possible.  Contravention became part of the daily repertoire of classroom life but the 
outcome was agentic, informed and engaged students who learnt to “question 
everything and to take action when they see a need for change” (p. 37).   
Like standards and measures of accountability, theories can also be normative 
and limiting.  But if they are to be useful in everyday life, especially to meet the 
demands of life in a globalized world, they also need to be flexible, dynamic, 
changeable, and culturally responsive.  Engaging in unscripted pedagogical 
interactions, working at the boundaries of culture and making the ‘illicit’ official is 
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the challenge for early childhood educators (see Grieshaber, 2008).  In such 
circumstances, moral and ethical pedagogies and curricula also assume heightened 
significance.  But these requirements do not restrict the scope for engaging in 
different, risky behavior that is potentially transformative, because moral and ethical 
principles can be used to guard against orthodoxy that is covertly discriminatory and 
socially unjust (for example, see Silin, 1995).  It is no longer enough to engage in 
pedagogical actions that are merely affirmative: transformed societies need 
transformatory pedagogies, but not necessarily at the expense of those that are 
affirming.  Just as the ‘new basics’ of computers and the internet cannot function 
without the ‘old basics’ of print and literacy, it is likely that transformatory 
pedagogies require the support of some affirming but not conforming pedagogies.   
I reiterate calls by Dahlberg et al. (1999), Goffin (1989), Silin (1995) and 
Spodek (1991) for ECE to move beyond its psychological and theoretical basis, to 
take account of whatever is thrown up in the unpredictability of daily classroom and 
pedagogical interaction, and in the process move beyond affirming the status quo.  
The trick is to challenge the assumed consensus that comes with the dominant group 
(see Hughes & MacNaughton, 2000), to make way for contradictions and 
inconsistencies that accompany all forms of diversity and to undermine notions of 
homogeneity.  In other words, I am encouraging the active interruption of 
stereotypical pedagogical performances of practitioners in relation to children in ECE.   
This does not necessarily mean taking leaps and bounds (see McArdle, 2005; 
O’Brien, 1991): the first step taken by a child learning to walk may be the most 
difficult, but the second and following steps become a little easier.  It can start with a 
pedagogical moment of encouraging the unexpected or nudging a boundary that was 
seemingly impenetrable.  McArdle (2005) contemplates how children in the first year 
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of school remark on instances of difference and impropriety, and suggests that they 
cannot be treated as “add-ons” to traditional early childhood curriculum.  Rather, they 
should be used to teach children to engage critically with difference.  The complexity 
of daily classroom life provides many pedagogical opportunities for teachers to do 
this.  Interacting with children in dynamic and dialogic ways is possible when 
pedagogical interactions are undertaken with purposes that are meaningful.   
If ECE is to move beyond relying on developmental perspectives alone, then 
there are openings for alternative ways of understanding the division between adults 
(teachers/practitioners) and children; for remaking social relations between teachers 
and children, and between teachers and parents; for seeing early childhood settings as 
purposely created and not natural environments for children; for understanding 
childhood as a social construction; for seeing children as agentic and capable; for 
negotiation among teachers and children; for creating curriculum collaboratively, and 
so on.  The capacity for theories and pedagogies to cope with the unpredictability of 
classroom pedagogical interaction is directly dependent on the expected norms of 
respective theoretical perspectives.  Moving beyond the developmental paradigm 
enables what might have been previously relegated to the classroom underground as 
‘illicit’ activity, to become potential pedagogical occasions.    
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